GLOBAL CONTRIBUTION OF KONKANI PHYSICIANS 


- Saratchandra Shenoi 

In the latter half of Seventeenth Century, when Kochi (Kerala) was 
under Dutch rule, a great project was undertaken by Hendrik Adrian Van 
Rheede, initially the Commander of Kochi who then became its Governor. It 
was the stupendous work of compiling and publishing a fully illustrated and 
comprehensive botanical encyclopedia of the vast and diverse plant wealth 
of the entire Malabar Coast (Kerala State) of India. The book was to be 
brought out in Latin, the worldwide language of that time, and to be printed 
from Amsterdam. 

It was a very ambitious project which involved years of immense 
effort by a number of people. The working plan to meet the needful 
requirements was to have a full fledged botanical garden at Fort Kochi, 
where plants and seeds could be brought from various parts of Malabar and 
planted. This would render their study and illustration easier. In 1673, he 
assigned the task of collecting the medicinal plants, preparing their 
illustrations and narrating their medicinal uses to three Konkani Physicians of 
Kochi. They were RANGA BHAT, VINAYAK PANDIT and APPU BHAT. These 
three worked diligently for two years, morning to evening, and completed 
their assigned task in 1675. At the time of submitting their work they also 
wrote out a jointly signed testimonial in their own language. This handwritten 
testimonial testified their close and continued involvement and supervision 
in the compilation of the book and the authenticity of the material presented 
therein. This historical testimonial was block-printed as such in the First 
Volume of the encyclopedic book when it was printed in Amsterdam in 1678. 

This encyclopedia, HORTUS INDICUS MALABARICUS, achieved global 
renown even as its First Volume was published. It was hailed as the first 
comprehensive book on the natural plant wealth of Malabar (Kerala). The 12 
Volumes of this 'Malabar Garden' were printed and published from 
Amsterdam between the years 1678 to 1693. The book is unique in many 
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respects. It was comprehensive, even massive, and it was in Latin, the 
worldwide language of that time. It is the first printed book bringing out the 
ancient and traditional ethno-medical information about the plants, 
authenticated by indigenous physicians. In this book Konkani and Malayalam, 
two native languages of India, came into print for the first time in history. In 
all the volumes, along with the illustrations, the name of each tree, plant and 
creeper is etched in four languages - Latina (Latin), Malabarica (Malayalam), 
Arabica (Arabic) and Lingua Bramanica Antigua (Konkani). 


Though the book was the result of the financial resources, will power 
and unrelenting effort on the part of Hendrik Adrian Van Rheede, the basic 
work, including compilation of medicinal uses of plants was done by the 
three Konkani Physicians of Kochi. The three have themselves testified this in 
their jointly signed testimonial, which is written and signed in Nagari Script in 
Lingua Bramanica Antigua (Konkani Language). 
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This testimonial is a very important document in many respects. Its 
direct translation reads thus; 

Swasti Sree Salivahana Saka 1597 Rakhasa Samvatsara Chaitra Bahula 
10. Ranga Bhat, Vinayaka Pandit and Appu Bhat, we three Vaidyas 
residing in Kochi Rajapattana, upon direction from Andriki Fandre, 
Kumudor of Kochi, had sent knowledgeable persons, giving them 
wages, to various places of Malabar and brought various medicinal 
creepers, plants, roots, fruits and seeds that grow there in respective 
seasons and drawn their pictures. Afterwards we have described the 
names and various qualities of those medicines with reference to our 
medical dictionary and as understood by us. We have personally 
overseen this for the past two years morning and evening, compiled 
this book and given. So as not to call this inaccurate, we have put our 
signatures. To authenticate that this may be taken as the truth, we 
have given this in writing in A/ogor script. Sree. 

Ranga Bhat Vinayak Pandit Appu Bhat 

The testimonial, though concise, is nevertheless quite explicit about 
the amount of work that they had put in for the making of the great book. 
Their contribution is also evidenced by the amount of Konkani matter 
appearing in the book. The Konkani names of hundreds of plants, trees and 
creepers are included throughout the book, in all 12 volumes, in the 
descriptive parts as well as in the illustrations. While the Konkani names in 
the descriptive parts are given in Roman script, the names in the diagrams 
are in original Nagari script itself, indicated as Sromon/co/characters. 

Even as the book was in Latin (the worldwide language of that time) 
and even as its subject matter was the Plants of Malabar, Hendrik Adrian Van 
Rheede (1636-1691) had a major reason for including the Konkani names of 
each and every plant and tree in his masterpiece. The Konkani physicians of 
Goa and Kochi were equally famous at that time, many of them invariably 
becoming royal physicians of their respective provinces and states. This fact is 
supported by any number of historical references. It was also well known 
that a century earlier Gartia De Orta, the author of 'Coloquios Dos Simples e 
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Drogas' a book in Portuguese on the plants of Goa, had compiled his book 
with the help of the Konkani Physicians of Goa. Further to this, at Kochi, he 
needed to acknowledge the contribution of the Konkani Physicians. Van 
Rheede had personally visited them at their homes. He was impressed by 
their unique method of keeping their traditional knowledge intact through 
descriptive verses. He has described about this wonderful experience at 
length in his preface to the third volume of the book. 


However, this great contribution of the eminent Konkani physicians 
in the making of the great HORTUS INDICUS MALABARICUS of global renown 
remained unknown for many years. Though the entire book (12 volumes) was 
translated into Malayalam and English from the Latin original, there was no 
effort on the part of the translator to ascertain the actual contents of the 
Konkani Testimonial. This anomaly was pointed out by many upon going 
through the translations. Many articles and even books were written to point 
out this injustice towards the actual contributors (the three Konkani 
physicians) of the encyclopedia. Seminars were conducted in Kerala and Goa. 
All of which precipitated in raising a befitting Memorial to those great 
ancestors in their native place (Kochi) itself, which was inaugurated in 2015. 


With benevolent blesefngs from ' * ^. 
H.H. Srimad Sudhindra Tfrtha Swamiji 




H.H Srimad Sarriyamindra TheiTtha Swamiji 
of Sri Kashi Math Samsthan, Varanasi ^ 

Sri. Laxmikan^arsekar 
' U Honourable Chief ^rihtec of Goa, 

^ * inaugurated this menwrial of ' 

Ranga Bhat, Vinayak Pandit and Appu Bhat,* 

main contributors of Hortus Indicus Afa(abaricws. 

on 29lh November 2015, Sunday 10.30 AM 
(Shalivahana Saka 1937 Manmathaa 
Nama Sacnv^ra Karthika Bahuta Cbathurthi) 
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On 29**' November 2015, a grand Memorial to the three Konkani 
Greats of Kochi - Ranga Bhat, Vinayak Pandit and Appu Bhat - was unveiled 
at Kochi by Honourable Sri. Laxmikant Parsekar, Chief Minister of Goa. In 
his inaugural speech in Konkani, the Chief Minister observed that we were 
but fulfilling our cultural duty and obligation by constructing this Memorial 
for the everlasting memory of our great ancestors. 



A Painting by Sri. N. Balakrishna Mallya, Kochi. 
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THE THREE TESTIMONIALS IN HORTUS MALABARICUS 


- Saratchandra Shenoi 

Hendrik Adrian Van Rheede never claimed to be the 'author' of 
HORTUS MALABARICUS. Where his name is mentioned, it is indicated that 
'the garden is adorned by him'. In this regard, we may observe that even 
today, it is customary to mention the name of the compiler or editor on the 
title page of such large volumes. Individual credits would be listed elsewhere. 
In Hortus Malabaricus also, such credit for providing the information and 
data is given elsewhere. 

In the first volume itself three testimonials from those qualified to 
give the same, are included. In addition to the descriptions, curative 
information and the illustrations thereof, much translation work was 
involved. EMMANUEL CARNEIRO, a Portuguese interpreter, was the only 
competent person available on long term basis at Kochi. Hence the daily data 
that was continuously available in the source language (Malayalam) could 
only be translated into Portuguese and not directly into the target language 
(Latin). Since he was the one individual who could truly vouch for the 
material so compiled, his testimonial was given precedence in the book. This 
testimonial is in Malayalam, written in Aryezhuthu script. 

The second testimonial also is in Malayalam, but in Kolezhuthu script. 
It is signed by one KOLLATTU VAIDYA. The third testimonial is in Lingua 
Bramanica Antigua (Konkani) written in Nagari script. It is signed by three 
Vaidyas of Kochi, namely RANGA BHAT, VINAYAK PANDIT and APPU BHAT. 
All three testimonials are followed with their respective Latin translations. 

Some significant facts are disclosed by these three testimonials. It is 
evident that Konkani (referred as Lingua Bramanica) as a language and 
Konkanis as a people had good standing at international level. The 
conscientious inclusion of Konkani names of hundreds of trees and plants in 
all the volumes of this encyclopedia signifies not only its renown but richness 
as well. In the picture plates as well as in the combined testimonial of the 
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three physicians, Konkani is written in Nagari script. In addition to this, in the 
transcript part, each narration begins with a mention of the Konkani name 
(Latin script) of the respective tree or plant under reference. While the three 
physicians of Kochi wrote their language in the Nagari script, the local 
language (Malayalam) appears in two different scripts. 

With just a little effort, that Konkani testimonial of 17*'’ century is 
readable to Konkanis even today. We need only to break the words and 
insert spaces in between. The language has not changed much. The script is 
the same. However, the Malayalam testimonial of the Interpreter is not so 
easy to comprehend today. The testimonial of the Malayalam Vaidya is quite 
incomprehensible, as that script is no longer in use now. 

Learning the actual contents of these three testimonials is crucial to 
understand how the book was prepared and how authoritative it is. 
However, their Latin translations are much flawed and highly misleading. 
There are crucial omissions and baseless additions. Even these came to light 
only when the book was translated into English. 

However, even though the entire book (12 volumes) was translated 
into Malayalam and English from the Latin original, there was no effort on 
the part of this modern day translator to ascertain the actual contents of 
the three Testimonials. The translations of all the three testimonials are 
grossly wrong. This was due only to irrational reliance on the Latin 
translations given in the original. The English / Malayalam translator could 
have easily availed help from any Malayalam / Konkani expert to verify the 
actual contents of the three testimonials and translated them directly. 
Bypassing such a natural and logical step in the case of such a significant 
matter rouses only doubts as to his integrity. 

Even in the Latin original, we find that the translations of the 
testimonials are officially credited to some translator or other by name. 
When the entire book is full of translations, why are these translations so 
specifically attributed? Is it not just a fixing of blame for the erroneous 
translations? When we check the translations with the original, it is quite 
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clear that the translations of all the three testimonials are just free 
renderings of what the interpreter believed to be in the originals! It is also 
clear that all those translations were done many months (or years) after the 
originals were written. Wherever there is mention of 'Kumudor' in an original 
testimonial, it becomes 'Governor' in its translation. 

In reality, the three testimonials are complementary to each other 
with reference to facts mentioned therein. The first testimonial, that of the 
Interpreter, translated directly from Malayalam, says only this much - 

I, Manuel Carneiro of Kochi, the interpreter of the Company, declare 
that: as per the order of Kumudor Henric Van Rheede, I have heard 
from the Malayali Vaidya named Kolladan of Karapuram, who 
belongs to the Chego caste, and compared with the names, uses and 
medicinal properties of various trees, shrubs, vines, flower plants, 
and seeds in the book. The details were mutually compared and 
confirmed. I confirm this true and verified beyond doubt. Signed this 
day, the 19th of April 1675 at Kochi Fort. 

This testimonial testifies as to the authenticity and authority of the 
contents of 'the book'. Signed in 1675, it confirms that 'the book' had come 
into existence at that time. It also confirms 'oral crosschecking' with the 
'Malayan Vaidya named Kolladan'. However, this testimonial does not throw 
any light upon how the book was prepared or who actually prepared it. 

The second testimonial, that of the Malayali Vaidya, translated 
directly from Malayalam, says only this much - 

I, Malayali Vaidya of the Chego caste, born in the Kollatt house of 
Kadakkarapalli and living there, declare that: as per the order of 
Kumudor Henric Van Rheede, I came to Kochi Fort and compared the 
details of various trees, shrubs, vines, flower plants, and seeds included 
in the book with the details and treatments known to me by practice 
and through our books. All categorized, compared with pictures, 
doubts cleared and confirmed orally to the respected interpreter of the 
Company, Manuel Carneiro. I confirm this true and verified beyond 
doubt. Signed this day, the 20th of April 1675 at Kochi Fort. 


GLOBAL CONTRIBUTION OF KONKANI PHYSICIANS.... 


9 


This testimonial testifies as to the authenticity and authority of the 
contents of 'the book'. Signed in 1675, it confirms that 'the book' was in 
existence at that time. It also testifies to 'oral confirmation to the interpreter' 
as to the details found in 'the book'. He calls himself KOLLATT VAIDYA, and 
signs accordingly. This testimonial also does not throw any light upon how 
the book was prepared or who actually prepared it. 

The third and the last testimonial, that of the three Konkani Vaidyas 
of Kochi, when translated from the Konkani original, is noticeably different 
and it testifies much more. 

Swasti Sree Salivahana Saka 1597 Rakhasa Samvatsara Chaitra Bahula 
10. Ranga Bhat, Vinayaka Pandit and Appu Bhat, we three Vaidyas 
residing in Kochi Rajapattana, upon direction from Andriki Fandre, 
Kumudor of Kochi, had sent knowledgeable persons, giving them 
wages, to various places of Malabar and brought various medicinal 
creepers, plants, roots, fruits and seeds that grow there in respective 
seasons and drawn their pictures. Afterwards we have described the 
names and various qualities of those medicines with reference to our 
medical dictionary and as understood by us. We have personally 
overseen this for the past two years morning and evening, compiled 
this book and given. So as not to call this inaccurate, we have put our 
signatures. To authenticate that this may be taken as the truth, we 
have given this in writing in Nagar Script. Sree. 

This testimonial clearly testifies to how the book was prepared, who 
all prepared it and how authentic and authoritative the contents are. The 
testimonial has some distinct characteristics. Apart from writing Konkani 
(Lingua Bramanica) in its traditional Nagari script, a distinctive feature is the 
use of auspicious words at the start and end of the document. Another 
distinct feature is the traditional dating. They have simply omitted their caste 
and household. Their native place (Kochi Rajapattana) and their occupation 
(Vaidyas) are the only personal details that they mention. These significant 
features confirm that this testimonial and its signatories are a class apart. 
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The three Vaidyas testify that they personally saw to the collection of 
the medicinal plants from respective regions by sending knowledgeable 
persons to respective places of Malabar, paying them for bringing the 
respective medicinal plants or seeds during respective seasons. The three 
made drawings (RidlRcH means drew) and supervised (cTlf^ means 

standing near) at every step. They were fully and continuously occupied 
('dchifob means morning and evening) in the compilation of the book. The 
total period was two years (3nt^ ^ means for two years now) prior to 

the signing of the testimonial (1675). Then they add with a detached brevity 
that the book was compiled by them (3 TtPT ^ means we 

have compiled this book). Just a single sentence, a simple statement of fact 
to describe the conscientious work of such magnitude! 

More than a testimonial, this is an affidavit, a declaration of truth! 


• Similar articles by this author are included in - 

> Journal of Sukrtindra Oriental Research Institute - Vol.16 No.l (October 2014) 

> Bhavan's Journal - Vol.62 No.l5 (March 15, 2016) 

> SMRITHI - souvenir of the North American Konkani Sammelan 2012. 
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